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y first leap into Vir- immensely since then. As executive direcginia politics occurred tor he manages the party’s budget.
at JMU,” says Levar
“JMU prepared me for my career because
Stoney (’04), executive I was a public administration major,” he
director of the Virginia says. “I used some of the tools that I use
Democratic Party.
now while in the classroom and as student
The public administration major was body president. This is just another leadera member of the JMU College Demo- ship position with a lot of pressure and a
crats and served as SGA president during lot of expectations.”
his junior and senior years. In 2006, VirThere is no average day for Stoney. He lives
ginia Gov. Tim Kaine
within walking distance of
asked Stoney to become
his office and always comes
involved in the Demoprepared with a long list
cratic Party of Virginia.
of to-dos at the beginning
Since then, Stoney has
of the day. He usually gets
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diverted from the list as
His first title was political
he has to pay attention to
director, and his responeach situation at hand. “In
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sibilities have changed
politics, you have to be a
multitasker, and you have
to be able to balance,” he explains. “At JMU
I learned to balance academic life with SGA;
I am better for it now.”
It serves him well. As a Virginia Democratic party leader, Stoney helped with
the Barack Obama presidential campaign.
“I had a hand in helping open all 70 of
Obama’s offices across
Former SGA
the state, and I had final
president
sign-off on a host of
Levar Stoney
strategic items coming
(’04) serves
as executive
through the Democratic
director of the
Party of Virginia,” he
Virginia Demosays. “I never thought
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that I would be working
in campaign politics at this level this early
in my career. I have found out that with a
little hard work you can do anything.”
Stoney sees his political future growing.
“Someday I would love the opportunity to
serve a public office,” he says. “I don’t have
any plans to run for office [immediately], but
any role that allows me to give back to my
community, state and country I will do.”
Stoney advises young alumni and students: “If you have a goal in mind stay
steadfast in achieving that goal. There
will be obstacles in the way, but the
ability to jump over those obstacles
will make you stronger in the
end. Don’t be shy about
having a drive or ambition;
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just go for it.”

‘At JMU I learned
to balance academic life with
SGA; I’m better
for it now.’
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n 2008, integrated science and technology graduates Matt Fenzel (’07)
and Colin Wright (’07) traveled
to the Namawanga community in
Kenya and implemented an irrigation system, an idea that began as
their honor’s theses and culminated in a
$10,000 grant and experience of a lifetime.
After the pair received JMU’s ISAT
Community Impact Award in 2007 for
their research and thesis, “Sustainable
Water Extraction and Distribution System for Agricultural Applications in the
Namawanga Community in Kenya,”
Fenzel and Wright began preparation to
embark on an intercontinental journey.
Their plan was to aid the Kenyan community of Namawanga’s crop production by
supplying an innovative irrigation system
to benefit the entire village.
The duo completed their honors research
under the guidance of their adviser and
ISAT professor Wayne Teel, who teaches
courses on the environment and geography. Teel spent nine years in Africa in
Sudan and Mozambique. His expertise
and knowledge helped Fenzel and Wright
with their research and trip preparation.
Their effective and inexpensive system was
implemented during a 10-day trip to the
Namawanga community.
“The Kenyan communities were very
rural but also had a very formal culture,” says
Wright. “Our trip to the Namawanga community was incredibly educational. While it
served as a capstone to our undergraduate
experience — allowing us to deliver a new
technology to an underdeveloped area — we
also learned much about Kenya and its people.” Their trip between the communities of
Bungoma and Namawanga was split between
constructing the water drip irrigation system
and getting to know the citizens.
“It’s definitely a relationship-based culture,” says Fenzel. “We spent a lot of time
getting to know the Kenyans we were
working with and living with. For the
Kenyans, the success of our stay was based
on how well they got to know us. They
were a welcoming, helpful and very sweet
people. They were also very resourceful.”
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Fenzel and Wright’s water drip irrigation
system was much different and foreign to
the diesel pump the Namawanga village
had been using. The alums worked extensively with two nonprofit organizations to
complete their system. “Working with Possibilities Africa and Least of These International was incredible,” says Wright.
Fenzel and Wright returned to campus
in October 2008 to talk to a current ISAT
honors thesis group working on a system to potentially be implemented in the
Namawanga community. The alums fielded
questions, discussed technical aspects of
their trip and the irrigation system they
installed, and shared pictures and personal
experiences of the trip. “Having the opportunity to work with nonprofits like LOTI
and to demonstrate a new concept to an
underdeveloped area was something that we
had actually discussed during our first years
at JMU,” says Fenzel. “It’s an experience I
wish everyone could have.”
Both Fenzel and Wright want to remain
committed to this project and those affected
by it. Wright says, “It was mind-boggling
how our host family, destitute by our standards, was enthusiastically willing to give us
so much. They found such joy in the simplest things — family, newly formed relationships with us and the gift of rising each
day. Looking into the faces of sincere happiness and gratitude, you could never feel like
you’re doing enough to help such deserving people. We know that our short stay in
Kenya has made a lasting impression on us,
and we hope that our endeavors there have
done the same for the Namawangans.”
Wright now lives in Santa Monica, Calif.,
and is the West Coast field service engineer for
the medical device startup company, OmniGuide, which is based in Cambridge, Mass.
Fenzel is a process engineer for PHOENIX
Process Equipment Co. in Louisville, Ky. He
assists in laboratory testing, process evaluations and equipment R&D for the company,
which specializes in liquid/solid separation
M
and residual dewatering technologies.

‘Looking into the faces
of sincere happiness
and gratitude, you could
never feel like you’re
doing enough to help
such deserving people.’
— Colin Wright (’07)

Right: Colin Wright
(’07) and Matt Fenzel
(’07) present their
honors thesis “Sustainable Water Extraction and Distribution
System for Agricultural Applications
in the Namawanga
Community of Kenya.”
Below: The alumni duo
brought their honors
thesis to life in the
Namawanga village.
Their water drip irrigation system was much
different than the
diesel pump that the
village residents had
been using.

Colin Wright (’07) and Matt Fenzel (’07) share some time with students in the Namawanga
community in Kenya, where the alums implemented a water irrigation system.
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